Cannibalism is one of our darkest secrets and taboos. It is the ultimate measure of the resilience or otherwise of civilizational processes to extreme conditions. How common was cannibalism in times of famine in the past? Both the nature of the evidence for famine cannibalism and the silences about it challenge the empirical historian to the limit. After a review of the global historiography, this paper attempts to assess the evidence for cannibalism during Ireland's many famines, culminating in the Great Irish Famine of the 1840s. Post's striking title was a misnomer, an exercise in historic license.
The act of cannibalism symbolizes how far human beings are willing to let themselves fall.
Kon Ichikawa, Japanese film-maker On looking around I noticed a woman lying on her face. She was dead and perfectly naked…and the side of her face and breast were gnawed away. Two famishedlooking men and a woman were seated a few yards aft glaring at the body with wolfish eyes. Could famine have driven them to this horrible repast? I would not believe, and yet I could not doubt it, so hungry and ravenous were their looks… William Brittlebank (1873: 180-181) American historian John Post's The Last Great Subsistence Crisis in the Western World (1977) is a classic work of famine history. The title referred to the European famine that followed the dark and cold summer of 1816, when (in Lord Byron's words) 'The bright sun was extinguish'd, and the stars did wander darkling in the eternal space, rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth swung blind and blackening in the moonless air'.
Post's striking title was a misnomer, an exercise in historic license.
Insofar as England and France were concerned, Post was broadly right. Opposition deputies described the famine as 'premeditated', but the official line-from a pro-Moscow administration-was that while there was no denying that there had been a famine, it had 'a pragmatic explanation historically demonstrated: the difficult post-war period, the poor crops, and the drought'. And so communal tensions in presentday Moldova drive one side to absolve Stalin of all responsibility for the famine. 3 The same tensions also drive discussions of famine in Ukraine in 1932-33.
One aspect of the Moldovan famine that makes its memory more fraught is the gruesome suggestion that 'the eating of corpses took place on a large scale' 4 . The authorities were aware of the practicethey even showed Alexei Kosygin, then a candidate politburo member and sent from Moscow to investigate, a corpse that had been prepared for eating-and sought to stamp it out. There were stories of murder-cannibalism, including one of 'a peasant woman from the village of Tambula', who had 'killed two of her four children, a girl of six and a boy of five, with a view to eating them', and 'another peasant from the village of Cajba' who had' killed his 12-year-old grandson who had come to visit and ate him'.
Cannibalism is famine's darkest secret, a taboo topic. How common was it in the past? I am not referring here to what scientist and historian Jared Diamond has dubbed 'customary cannibalism', i.e. the ceremonial or ritual consumption of human flesh in non-emergency situations, as distinct from cases of cannibalism during life-threatening food shortages. Our focus is on famine cannibalism. Of all the horrors of famine, this may be the most unsettling. Writing against the background of the Russian famine of 1921-22, which cost millions of 3 Ó Gráda, 'Famines past, famine's future '. lives and during which he claimed cannibalism was 'an ordinary occurrence', sociologist Pitirim Sorokin pointed out that the practice entailed the suppression not only of religious, moral, legal, and aesthetic reflexes, but also those related to group preservation (Sorokin 1975: 136) . Much in the same vein, Danish anthropologist Kirsten Hastrup has argued that when famine results in cannibalism it has gone 'far beyond mensurational reach' to a level of 'hardship so extreme that humanity itself seems at stake' (Hastrup 1973: 730 As in the case of ritual cannibalism, the record on famine cannibalism is also contested. William Chester Jordan, historian of the Great Northern European Famine of the early fourteenth century, notes that references to famine cannibalism may act as a form of cliché to convey the 'stark horror' of famine conditions: 'to make a famine real, one had to include cannibalism in the story' (Jordan 1996: 149) . And famine historian David Arnold dismisses most of the evidence for it as 'second-hand and hearsay ' (1988: 19) . Stories of famine cannibalism have also been invoked for pejorative purposes, as part of a narrative that demonizes 'outsiders'. Recurrent references to old women or 'hags' devouring children recall sinister narratives of witchcraft: and who believes in witches anymore?
Yet several well-known and well-documented historical episodes highlight how desperate people can be driven to cannibalism during life-threatening food emergencies. Examples (in chronological order) include:
• The surviving crew of the Nantucket whaling ship Essex, sunk by a sperm whale in the south Atlantic in 1820; they followed the custom of the sea whereby shipwrecked survivors drew lots to see who would be killed and eaten to enable the others survive.
6
• The Donner party of American pioneers, some of whom resorted 6 Nathaniel Philbrick, In the Heart of the Sea: the Tragedy of the Whaleship Essex (New York: Penguin, 2001). to cannibalism when stranded high in California's Sierra Nevada during the winter of 1846-47 (Grayson 1990 );
• Explorer Sir John Franklin and his crew who met their deaths in attempting to find the Northwest Passage in 1847, and some of whom, according to contemporaneous accounts now backed by recent archaeological research, engaged in cannibalism (Irish Times, 'The American Franklin search expedition', 9 October 1880; Keenleyside et al. 1997 ).
• Tom Dudley and Edwin Stephens, survivors of another south Atlantic shipwreck over six decades later in 1884, whose trial for the cannibalistic murder of cabin boy Richard Parker gave rise to a celebrated judicial verdict rejecting the custom the sea as described above and denying, in effect, that necessity knew no law (Simpson 1984) . 7 Another, less well-known instance of cannibalism at sea concerned the mainly Irish crew of the barque Maria of Belfast, dismasted in rough seas off the coast of west Africa in December 1876.
The sole survivor, twenty year-old James McLinden of Kilkeel, explained how the last to die had attempted to survive on 7 Resort in the past to cannibalism in the wake of shipwrecks was seemingly not so unusual (see Fabel 1990: 9-10 food supplies were exhausted (Read 1974 ).
I do not include the case of recently arrived colonists in Jamestown, Virginia who-so it was claimed-'driven thru insufferable hunger to eat those things which nature most abhorred', resorted to cannibalism during the winter of 1609-10, because this particular instance, long accepted, has recently been contested (Zinn 2003: 24; Herrmann 2011) . I also exclude an account from Athens during the famine of 1941-42, where cannibalism is a plausible inference, but unproven 11 .
While never widespread and never responsible for more than a miniscule fraction of famine deaths, references to famine cannibalism recur throughout history (Ó Gráda 2009: 63-68) . Like much else about famine, it is mentioned in the Old Testament. Conditions during the Syrian siege of Samaria in the ninth century BC were so severe that 'a donkey's head was sold for eighty pieces of silver, and the fourth part of a kab (or pint) of wild onions for five pieces of silver' (2 Kings 6: 25-28, as cited in Ó Gráda 2009: 63) . And 2 Kings 6 continues: 12 11 'And it is certain that if private initiative had not reached the extent it did with the popular soup kitchens and the fight for survival, the problem of hunger would have taken such dimensions of primitiveness and barbarity, that even cannibalism would end up being a common phenomenon… The horrific picture of the corpse of a girl whose left thigh was missing made an impression on E. E. who writes, 'It was cut so smoothly that someone must have cut it with a knife. The thought made me feel sick. That is what made the biggest impression on me during the Occupation/famine' (Skouras et al. 348) . I am grateful to Violetta Hionidou for the translation. The reluctance of mothers to kill their own children in such circumstances is a theme repeated in later accounts.
References to famine cannibalism thereafter range from an account from Edessa (present-day Şanliurfa in southeastern Turkey) in 503-4AD, where the local general executed those guilty of murdering for food but gave leave to eat the corpses of the dead 'and this they did openly, eating the flesh of dead men', to an account describing Egypt in the early 1200s, when at first it 'formed the subject of every conversation' but 'eventually people grew accustomed, and [made] these detestable meats … their ordinary provender'; and from stories of mothers eating their own children during the apocalyptic Ethiopian famine of 1889-91 to a case in war-torn Scotland in 1341AD when 'the starving sufferers were compelled to feed on substances most account in Kings informs the Gaelic text from the 1830s edited by Buttimer (1997: 60-61, 63-4). abhorrent to human appetite; and one wretch called Christian Cleik, with his wife, subsisted on the flesh of children whom they caught in traps and devoured. These wretched cannibals were detected, condemned, and burned to death '. 13 Not all accounts are equally plausible. A striking feature of some is their rather non-judgmental tone. Accounts of famine cannibalism In a March 1933 survey of forty-two districts in Ukraine in which starvation was rife, the Kiev secret police listed seventy-two cases of lyudoedstvo (murder cannibalism) and sixty-five of trupoedstvo (corpse consumption) (Davies and Wheatcroft 2004: 423) . The authorities punished the former, though 'not nearly as severely as say the theft of a horse or a cow from a collective farm' (Dalrymple 1964: 269) . And yet, although cannibalism is a recurring feature of accounts of famine, by no means all famines led to it (Keys et al. 1950; Brun 1980 ). Thierry Brun guards against lumping all famines together in a quest for universal patterns, and notes in particular that the atmosphere of despair and cruelty which was linked to cannibalism during the Soviet famine of 1920-22 is absent in the Biafra famine of the 25 On interpreting the depositions see Fennell (2011 During the rebellion… Mr. Waddy, a violent loyalist… fled to a castle at a considerable distance from the town of Wexford… Here [he] concealed himself, and everybody was for a long time utterly ignorant as to his fate… At length, it occurred to certain of his friends, to seek him through the country… Their search was in vain, until approaching by chance the old castle, they became aware of a stench, which the seekers conjectured to proceed from the putrid corpse of murdered Waddy. On getting nearer this opinion was confirmed, for a dead body lay half within and half without the castle, which the descent of the portcullis had cut nearly into equal portions… [T] o their infinite astonishment, they perceived it was not Waddy, but a neighbouring priest who had been so expertly cut in two; how the accident had happened nobody could surmise… [T]he other half of the priest was discovered immediately within the entrance, but by no means in equally good condition with that outside; inasmuch as it appeared that numerous collops and rump-steaks had been cut off the reverend gentleman's hindquarters by Waddy who early one morning had found the priest thus divided; and being alike unable to raise the portcullis or get out to look for food, certain indeed, in the latter ease, of being piked by any of the rebels who knew him, he thought it better to feed on the priest, and remain in the castle till fortune smiled, than run a risk of breaking all his bones by dropping from the battlements, his only alternative.
It turns out, however, that Barrington, writing two decades after the event, was being his usual unreliable self. Contemporary accounts 29 make it clear that there was no cannibalism involved. The castle at Clough East to which ultra-loyalist Richard Waddy, a prosecution witness in the trial of rebel leader Bagenal Harvey, fled was his own home. He was not starving. The priest was John Byrne, a Carmelite friar from Goff's Bridge near Taghmon who had been 'a very zealous and active rebel' in 1798. 'A drinking, giddy man', Byrne had been asked to leave Ferns diocese by his bishop during the Rising and threatened with suspension. How come in December 1799 he found himself at Waddy's table remains a mystery. An altercation between the two men followed an alcohol-fuelled dinner. It was said that Byrne, believing that he had killed his host, was trying to escape when Waddy let the portcullis that shielded him from intruders drop, virtually severing the friar's body. Next morning Waddy's servants found the corpse, and a few days later an inquest jury returned a verdict of 'accidental' on Byrne's death. So, for whatever reason, Barrington invented Richard Waddy's cannibalism.
What of the Great Famine of the 1840s? In an unpublished paper Perry Curtis has commented that 'the silences surrounding cannibalism are almost deafening enough to arouse suspicion' (Curtis 1999: 14) .
What of the 1840s? Joe Lee (1997: 168) the course of which he described a starving man who had extracted the heart and liver from a ship-wrecked corpse 'and that was the maddening feast on which he regaled himself and his family'.
Anderson's letter was widely reported in the press and raised in the House of Commons by Henry Arthur Herbert, M.P. for Kerry. 32 Russell felt compelled to reply in some detail to the charge of famine-induced cannibalism. 33 In his statement to the House of Commons he revealed that the alleged incident had occurred the previous November in the Clifden union and claimed that the culprit was a well-fed labourer 'of singularly voracious appetite... not at all suffering from distress himself' (although two of his sisters were on relief).
Initially, according to Russell, the 'cannibal' did not identify the corpse as human, but on being apprised of this by neighbours, 'it does not appear that he ate any portion of the flesh, whatever his original intention might have been'. Russell's disingenuous statement was widely reported, 34 39 Again there is some ambiguity about this case. Kathleen Villiers-Tuthill suggests that the Vindicator may have been referring to an earlier story concerning one Bart Flaherty from Cill Chiaráin, who had claimed that his wife out of desperation had consumed parts of their two dead children. Their bodies were in too advanced state of decomposition when exhumed to provide conclusive evidence of cannibalism (Villiers-Tuthill 1997: 127-9) .
A version of the same episode is re-cycled by Thomas Gallagher (1982: 112-3) , and invoked in turn by Smart and Hutcheson (2008) and by Smart (2010): In Belmullet, County Cork (sic), a starving woman lay in her hovel next to her dead three-year-old son, waiting for her husband to return from begging food. When night fell and his failure to return led her to imagine him dead in a ditch, she lay there in the faint light of the fire's dying embers, caressing with her eyes her dead son's face and his tiny fists, clenched as if for a fight to get into heaven. Then slowly, with death searching her, and now with her own fists clenched, she made one last effort to remain alive. Crawling as far away from her son's face as she could, as if to preserve his personality or least her memory of it, she came to his bare feet and proceeded to eat them.
When her husband returned and saw what had happened, he buried the child, went out, and was caught trying to steal food. At his trial, the magistrate from his immediate district intervened on his behalf, citing the wife's act as a circumstance deserving special consideration. The baby's body was exhumed, the flesh of both its feet and legs were found to have been gnawed to the bone, and the husband released and allowed to return to his wife. Seathrún Céitinn had his own reasons for treating cannibalism as a libel against the Irish race. His elision of awkward annalistic 40 Including sycamore seeds, watercress, horsemeat, dogmeat and dog soup, laurel berries, red clover, heather blossoms, dandelions, nettles, donkey's milk, silverweed, goose grass, and much else (Póirtéir 1995: 61, 64; 1996: 31-39, 46, 47). references to cannibalism might be excused on the grounds that the contestability of many historical references is plain. Yet the hard evidence for both corpse consumption and murder-cannibalism in conditions of extreme famine in both twentieth-century Russia and China, and in the micro-historic anecdotes outlined at the outset of this talk, lend more credence to earlier less well-documented assertions.
And, in fairness to Céitinn, they also qualify Jared Diamond's assertion, cited earlier, that 'Westerners abhor cannibalism '. 41 This paper has been about one of humankinds's darkest secrets.
For reasons stated above, it is a place where, inevitably, empirical history must take a back seat to speculative inference. Still, a more reasonable response today to Céitinn's denial might be surprise at the paucity of hard evidence for famine cannibalism during the Great Famine, given that famine's truly massive scale by world-historical standards. By the 1840s a phenomenon linked to several earlier major Irish famines had become rare. Had some silent cultural shift or civilizing process 42 taken place that made a horrific practice long associated with extreme famine in Ireland virtually taboo? 41 Similarly, Brittlebank (1873: 95) referred to 'famine such as can be witnessed in Eastern lands'. 42 In Involvement and Detachment (Collected Works, vol. 8, 2007, p. 175) Norbert Elias writes: 'It is true that people no longer hunt each other for food. Cannibalism, as well as slavery, has become rarer. But the way in which people kill, maim and torture each other in the course of their power struggles, their wars, revolutions and other violent conflicts, is different mainly in terms of the techniques used and the numbers of people concerned. ...' I am grateful to Stephen Mennell for this reference.
